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 by 
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This thesis explores how place branding activities are amalgamated into the urban governance policies 
and how skyscrapers are weaved into this process by studying two of the top ten most vertical cities in 
the world: Tokyo and New York.  
 
Fascination with building up towards the sky is nothing new. Yet what is new is that skyscrapers are 
becoming as part of place branding strategies which are seeping into urban governance practices. 
Concepts of place branding, urban development, spatial planning and governance are now being 
discussed and understood as significant elements of the same process where branding informs 
configurations and development of urban landscape in order to attract inward investment, work force, 
people and corporations. In this aspect of branding, skyscrapers not only play a visual and promotional 
role but also constitute a strategic importance in shaping urban skyline.  
 
Through this study, the author, while acknowledging the inequalities, the segregations and the gaps 
within the complexities of the social and economic fabric of the urban cannot be reduced down to such 
megastructures, also seeks to navigate into hypernormalisation of skyscrapers and their implications on 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
“The skyscraper looks as if it will be the final, definitive 
typology. It has swallowed everything else. It can exist 
anywhere: in a rice field or downtown – it makes no difference 
anymore”1 
 
There are currently 132 supertall skyscrapers that are in various stages of construction across the globe 
and at least one supertall structure2 has been completed each year during the 21st century (World 
Economic Forum, 2020). These simple statistics are effective enough to paint a picture of a highly sought-
after neighbourhood, an attractive city or the economic health of a nation, or at least as a sign of the 
direction it might be heading. Yet, these all can also be seen as mere images on a glossy magazine page, 
on the travel section of a newspaper, or as a popup banner after visiting investment websites. Afterall, 
the aspects of high-rises and skyscrapers constitute an exciting prospect for city officials and managers 
combined with the idea of painting the city sky with glass and metal as far up as the eye can see in order 
to attract investment and people to gain a competitive edge.  
 
Consequently, we see more of skyscrapers are being used in cities’ place branding strategies and 
promotions with the aim of glamourising cities. Some of such place branding efforts are clear in their 
positioning and mission with heavy and frequent use of skyscrapers of cities while some may adopt more 
subtle ways of communicating the desired city brand image. Also, some cities work directly with 
independent, private marketing and branding agencies while others are hiring in-house consultants and 
strategists for city brand planning and marketing activities. However, the glamour and style that 
 
1 Koolhaas, R. and Mau, B. (1995) SMLXL. The Monacelli Press. Pp.1253 
 
2 According to the Council for Tall Buildings and Urban Habitat, buildings that are 300 meters (984 feet) 
and above are classified as supertall buildings, and megatall buildings are 600 meters (1,968 feet) or 
taller. There are 173 supertall and 3 megatall buildings across the globe as of today 
(https://www.ctbuh.org/resource/height)   
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verticalisation of cities provide for place branding, also comes with its own problems beneath the 
surface.  
 
Due to the increasing cost of urban land, developers are seeking to build as high as they can in order to 
make profit. Also with the support of politicians - and economists’ advocacy for building further 
skyscrapers and technological advances- building high up sounds like the most lucrative thing to do for 
the developers. The problem with this is that most of the recently built high-rises, as well as the ones 
that are under construction, are luxurious, expensive ones often purchased as an investment by more 
upper-class, foreign investors than working-class people, therefore are not occupied but often laying 
empty. Such buildings also tend to increase the pricing of the surrounding area and leading the way for 
more high-rises. This, though, is a collective effort of local and national governments, policymakers, 
urban planners and power relations between realty market and financial sector. The inner cities are 
becoming more welcoming for the wealthier households and even more hasty to push out the existing 
ones who cannot afford to live in the area any longer.  
 
The purpose of building high up has varied throughout the history from providing mass affordable housing 
in post-war Europe – and parts of U.S.- to the representations of advanced technology, financial power 
and wealth. At this point, it is important to highlight that the purpose of tall buildings is shifting more 
towards creating an elite skyline with prime locations and marketing them to a small number of world’s 
richest. Though affordable high-rise housing, mainly known as public housing in the US also came with 
its own series of social issues. Building up cheap, vertical concrete housing with minimal effort in design 
combined with the poor levels of service maintenance were generalised as the source of urban crime, 
social disorder and poverty.  
 
Graham (2015) questioned such criticisms of generalisations around high-rise public housing as reduced 
down to deterministic clichés that will justify their demolition only to be given to the hands of private 
owners or corporates. He added that it is not the socioeconomic background of its residents that should 
be at the target of criticism, but we need address the poor design, construction and maintenance of 
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these high-rises, failure in delivering the promised infrastructure, service and jobs, and more 
importantly, recognise the lack of investment in the local area that is closely followed by the mass 
unemployment. Instead, many city officials have seen the more obvious- and convenient and profitable 
side of replanning, rebranding, repositioning and avoided the confrontation of providing basic 
maintenance and service, cutting off much needed funds as well as the neglecting the macro and micro 
social issues around such housing developments. It was more profitable for developers to create 
speculations around maintenance and social wellbeing of these developments that would pave the way 
to the justification of luxurious skies than responding to the need for affordable housing.  
 
Healthy cities do change and evolve. But as Samuel Stein wrote (2019, p.33), a particular kind of change 
is taking place where the promises of economic reinvestment in certain neighbourhoods or cities are 
being made against the reality of displacement, segregation and disruption to social order and urban life. 
This presents itself in the forms of gentrification, which in simplest terms can be explained as a 
movement that encourages (politically and economically) the reinvestment of private-market capital 
into deteriorating and working-class areas of inner urban spaces in order to transform them from the 
ground up.  
 
This is nothing new though. First officially coined by Glass (1964), gentrification suggested a collective 
residential choice that replaced the quiet, family-oriented suburbs with a busy and diverse urban life. 
This view has later been proven to be limited in that it is not only originating from suburbs to the city 
but also from other metropolitan areas or even within the same city with a different zip code or a move 
from the city to the suburbs. While the political dimensions were not blatant as a driving force, the social 
and economic factors were dominant. In terms of supply-demand relationship, the supply side of the 
argument focused on building up to meet the taste of the middle-class whereas the demand side, 
adopting a more Bourdieusian outlook, maintained that gentrification is due to the eventual cultural, 
social and demographic preference of gentrifiers that the area becomes gentrified (Zukin, 1987).  
 
One of the ways that gentrification is taking place is through the increased planning and construction of 
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luxury skyscrapers. Skyscrapers have been existed for a long time now and fascination with building up 
towards the sky is nothing new. Yet what is new is that these structures are being used as part of place 
branding strategies and potentially becoming the facilitators of further forms of segregation in urban 
spaces by targeting and inviting in a certain type of buyers. Urban gentrification is taking place in its 
glamourous, three-dimensional form.  
 
For the local and global elites, real estate agents rush to serve their urban high-rises at a highly 
competitive rate on a golden plate as opportunities of relatively safe investment. This was as best put 
by O’Neill and Fogarty (2013, p.278) as “verticality marks yet another strategy by which elites abandon 
public space, lifting themselves up above the poor, the marginalised, and the violent, they engage 
themselves with each other but not with their fellow citizens below”. Historically, in countries such as 
UK and US, the wealthy were less interested living in city centres and mainly preferred suburban areas 
to live in where their estate can stretch onto the lush green space (Caldeira, 1996). However, with the 
intensification of corporate world and its fancy life in inner cities, more and more people considered 
that transportation from suburbs would be taking up too much time and effort and decided to move back 
or stay in the city. The cities are in need of affordable accommodation more than ever and as urban 
land, once left to working class, has now been a goldmine for the developers so instead of living over 
there, the elite can now live up here (O’Neill & Fogarty, 2013).  
 
This thesis’ main aim and scope is not to discuss the tenets of gentrification in greater detail, but it is 
significant to point out that gentrification creates a paradox and an alibi for the partnership of economic 
and political factors which become part of the main drivers of this particular kind of change. As Cleave 
and Arku (2020) put, the design and redevelopment of the urban landscape can be used to support a 
city’s desired image to promote. The main goal of this thesis is to discuss how the manifestation of 
skyscrapers are contributing towards creating a city brand image as well as situating place branding 
activities as an approach of urban governance and entreprenuerialist practices by giving insights from 
Tokyo and New York. Accordingly, this thesis closely explores how skyscrapers are used in place branding 
activities by discussing examples from New York City and Tokyo and how such branding efforts are not 
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just being used as a strategic guidance but also seeping into urban restructuring and governance 
practices.  
 
Any discussion around tall buildings and structures is susceptible to vagueness in definition as to what 
actually constitutes a tall building or a high-rise. Hence this paper will take the concept of The Council 
of Tall Buildings and Urban Habitat (CTBUH), which considers the height relative within context, 
proportion and technologies attributed as tall buildings rather than the height alone. For instance, a 14-
story building may not be considered a tall building in Hong Kong, but it may be considered distinctively 
taller in the case of a European provincial city. However, since this study is based on depictions of the 
two of the world’s top ten highest cities, Tokyo and New York the notion of high-rise buildings and 
verticality will refer to buildings of 150 m (492ft) tall and above based on Britannica’s definition of a 
high-rise (Tikkanen, 2020), and the terminology of high-rises and skyscrapers will be used interchangeably 
within this context.  
 
The core of this thesis is constituted by the nexus of three concepts and follows a structure accordingly. 
The first one is place branding; what it is, why it is more significant now than before in regard to how it 
is impacting on everyday life. Therefore, the first section will start by outlining the core of place 
branding, what contributes towards the creation of a place brand identity and its strong relation to brand 
image and perception, as well as to strategic positioning while discussing its role and significance in 
urban governance.  
 
The second concept is investigating into the neoliberal practices of place branding as a mode of urban 
governance and more specifically its successful marriage with urban entrepreneurialism. Accordingly, 
the second part will start by discussing urban entrepreneurialism and how it manifests itself as well as 
giving examples on the role of place branding activities fostering such manifestations. It is important to 
note here that the study starts using the term place branding in section one as in a more general sense 
whereas towards the end of first section and the beginning of second section funnels down and uses the 
term city branding instead as the discussion of the concept deepens.  
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Lastly, the third concept is verticalisation and looking deeper into the vertical cities through the lens of 
place branding practices and as a new mode of urbanism amidst globalisation practices. In order to do 
this, the last section of this study will specifically focus on Tokyo and New York, as the two cities are 
within top ten of highest cities as well as being two significant global cities. Hence, the last part will 
start by introducing each cities’ urban development history focusing on their verticalisation process. This 
will be followed by a discussion of how both cities use skyscrapers in place branding efforts which will 






















Chapter 2: Understanding Place Branding 
 
 
The notion of urban space and our understanding of places are constantly changing through each new 
phase of globalisation and population mobility. In parallel with this evolving process, the traditional 
meaning of places is constantly changing as people relate to and overcome spatial barriers according to 
their individual needs and perceptions.  
 
Up until recently, the term place branding has been associated within the context of tourism related 
marketing literature (Tasci and Kozak, 2006; Hankinson, 2001; Kavaratzis and Ashworth, 2006), indicating 
an outside-in approach towards marketing places, often in an attempt to gain attention and manage 
perceptions of a particular place. However, such an approach in tourism seems to be lacking depth and 
considered to be fragmented rather than comprehensive, since it overlooks the significance of local 
communities. Places do not only aim to attract tourists but also investment, industries and people, and 
place branding provides this opportunity to develop policies for economic development. Sure, economic 
development is essential for residents’ basic needs yet identification with their cities enables them to 
associate their personality through the perception of city’s image that adds to the desirability of the city 
(Kavaratzis, 2004) and improves the chances of positive engagement. But what it is that constitutes the 
image of the city?  
 
Despite the traditional static view of brand identity and image relationship, Ballantyne & Aitken (2007, 
p.365) suggested that a brand image is “…a shared reality, dynamically constructed through social 
interaction” which indicates a process that is continual and organic rather than an end result of a set 
formulation. However, this process and interaction between consumers and brands is not just a two-way 
dialogue; it brings multiple dimensions by inviting consumers to the process of creating, defending and 
recreating the meanings for brands. Unlike the understanding of traditional branding involving products, 
place brands involve a great diversity of stakeholders ranging from governmental bodies to private 
consultants as well as the citizens inhabit those places.  
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To elaborate further, in place branding literature, the term identity is often used interchangeably as 
image, and aside from this is completely lacking adequacy, it is also paving the way for an already existing 
confusion in practice. However, in branding terms, the concept of identity is also being considered as 
the objective reality and not the same as image “… which defines how a place is perceived externally” 
(Barke and Harrop, 1994, p.214). Image focuses on the tangible aspects of that is branded, its size, shape 
or geographical outlining that enables consumers to perceive and associate meanings through them 
whereas identity involves “a set of attributes capable of representing something similar to the personality 
of an individual” (Dematteis, 1994, p.430) and constitutes the core that is being branded. Beyond the 
semantics and the theoretical discussion, the main issue arises with these two approaches to the 
discourse of identity when attempting to put city branding into practice due its complex nature and 
lacking clear definitions.  
 
In perspective of the relationship between places and identity, the role of place identity is significant in 
policies for city development, as it is the notion of “identity” that turns an urban space into a distinct 
place (Tolle, 2010). It is also important to note here is that place identity is not based only on design 
and image but rather a collective process of interpretation and narratives. This meaning that it is a 
creation as a result of deliberate selection processes by the governments in order to create the intended 
narrative (Tolle, 2010) which echoes the case of many cities across the globe now in a bid to differentiate 
and attract investment. This is the point where discussions of branding and spatial planning boundaries 
are blurred and amalgamated into facilities where the former goes beyond highlighting the latter and 
actively attributes to urban governance and decision making.  
 
Govers (2011) explained this as place branding activities should function as a strategic compass and needs 
to bridge functional and representational elements of a place and the community within. The main 
question posed here is that if place branding were to take over the role of restructuring the urban, then 
who has the control over the decision-making process?  
 
Logan and Molotch (1987) argued that it is the urban elites benefit by generating profit from urban 
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intensification and through redesigned and redeveloped infrastructural projects. The problem is, as also 
posed by Cleaver and Arku (2020), when the profit is no longer driven by what is available in terms of 
urban space, it is done through an increased rate that buyers and investors are willing to cash out on as 
a result of its perceived attractiveness and image value. In its basis, it is straightforward; if what is being 
branded can manage to create a strong and attractive enough image, the chances are higher that it will 
perform well in the market in terms of attracting investment, tourism and people. This causes 
transformations and changes in institutional capabilities as well as political and economic power relations 
within local and national governments (Peck, 2002) and such relationships have several layers and 
dimensions.  
 
Technically the answer to the original question of who has the power of making decisions in place 
branding efforts is that it is a cooperation between local governments and the private developers and 
investors on paper. As best put by Zenker and Braun (2010) a place brand is “a network of associations 
in the consumer’s mind based on the visual, verbal and behavioural expression of a place, which is 
embodied through the aims, communications, values and the general culture of the place’s stakeholders 
and the overall place design” (p.3). However, in reality and in order to break this down further, we need 
to understand the exclusivity of public-private partnerships as to who is really public here? It is exclusive 
as opposed to inclusive because it is more than often the local governments with the goal of driving 
consumption (Goodwin, 1993 and Goss, 1993) that have a final say on shaping urban space. And what 
constitutes the private part of the partnership? It is the combination of private businesses and 
corporations (Holcomb, 1999; Eshuis & Edwards, 2013; Cleaver and Arku, 2020)  
 
In this context skyscrapers have semiotic significance and represent ambition, transcendence and 
dominance as architect Scott Johnson (2009) wrote in his book. For instance, when Dubai’s Burj Khalifa 
was built as a monument to modernity and globalisation forefront, not only that it was the first in the 
region but also its height was more than Chicago’s Sears Tower and Manhattan’s Empire State Building 
combined in total. Johnson also argued that despite the fact that the majority, if not all, skyscrapers are 
funded by private corporations, their representational value is within the public realm with their 
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attributing value to the city’s image and brand perception.  
 
Manzo (2005)’s study on the different dimensions of such narratives of places indicated that people 
associate places with self-reflection, markers in life’s journey, bridges to past and future as well as 
dynamics of safety, threat and belongingness. Each end of these boundaries accommodates a number of 
elements that help to build a brand identity leading to features and beneficial attributes for the brand 
owner, and the image of the brand that assimilates perceptions of quality and values. Considering the 
creation of place identity, Urry (2002) shifted the focus to the importance of media channels (such as 
travel guides, television documentaries, films), giving an example of when prospect visitors see two 
people kissing in Paris, they identify Paris as a place of a timeless romance and they do so because they 
have been exposed, voluntarily or involuntarily, to a variety of meanings associated to those images. 
This highlights the relationship between people and the significance of the image on place identity.  
 
Against the ideology of shaping, moulding, building, and unbuilding, and marketing of places in favour of 
mere economic reasons, selling the urban space and displacing human lives, a place is more than just a 
vague reflection of a neighbourhood, a town, a city or a location but is rather “a way of understanding 
the world” (Creswell, 2015 p. 18). It is about how we create the meanings that we want to associate to 
it, how we want it to be perceived and experienced. It goes beyond talking about a place as the mere 
existence of spatial science, geographical borders and buildings that it may contain but emphasises an 
assembly of connections and attachments that are under constant meaning construct between people 
and places. Especially when the focus of the ‘place’ in question is cities and urban spaces, where the 
intensity of these meanings and processes are magnified due to their scale and significance on human 
life. What we see of cities might be just a collection of images that are communicated to us through 
different media channels or based on our own exposure to them however what we process and make 
sense is through our own individual and social experiences.  
 
Discussing cities as brands is very much likely to be influenced not just by its aspirations and 
achievements but also discussing its communities as brand ambassadors, both for its residents and 
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businesses. This calls for the need of a narrative where people (and/or corporations) are encouraged to 
feel attached and take ownership of a place or disown and disassociate where there is a negative image 
emphasis and struggle (Trueman and Cornelius, 2008). The word ‘attachment’, in its core, suggests a 
degree of attractiveness, aptness and an emotional tie in order for the other part to be attached. And 
there is a distinct relationship between our perception, attachment and behaviour towards cities and 
the scale of them, especially the built environment that they host.  
 
Similarly, Waley (2007) saw urban life spaces as a conceptual aid to understand the conditions of the 
urban and puts it persuasively as “(urban) life spaces are the territories of a daily dialectic between 
global impulses and local reactions, as people struggle to survive and make sense of them, to absorb and 
delight in them, to resist and reject them-to create their own lebenstraum” (p.1468).  It is not difficult 
to see that most neoliberal cities are also distracted in their own global competitiveness efforts that 
social priorities and wellbeing are regarded, also often regarded as a second or third priority. As a 
consequence, greater social and wealth discrepancies arise from city governments’ focus on ways of 
wealth creation rather than the distribution of it (Harvey, 1989; Waley, 2007 & MacLeod, Raco and Ward, 
2003).  
 
In light of this, there is an emerging argument that spatial planning and urban development practices 
are being integrated into the process of city brand and image creation (Hubbard, 1996; Peel & Lloyd, 
2008 and Cleave & Arku, 2020) and this is happening more widely and in concrete ways now than it was 
perceived in the past. Cleave and Arku (2017) highlighted this as the way in which places are now being 
constructed, managed and sanitised in specific configurations that occur within government control 
where neoliberal tendencies reveal itself in the commodification of spatial practices (Logan & Molotch, 
1987). In this context, the role of branding reveals itself as a mode of promoting images of wealth, 
strength and prosperity, often through urban governance and spatial practices, in order to attract the 




Chapter 3: The Happy Marriage of Neoliberalism and City Branding  
 
 
From governing the urban to its entrepreneurialism and branding it 
During the 1970s with the change of residential arrangements across North American and Western 
European cities and its clash with the existing urban fabric, a new pattern has emerged where capitalist 
conditions have started to heavily influence the social and physical aspects of urbanisation. Cities have 
been going through economic change and cultural transformation which has deeply shifted the way they 
have been governed. 1960s managerial approach to urban governing had left its position to more 
entrepreneurial forms of action and stronger influences of capitalism which created its own historical 
geography (Harvey, 1989). The physical and social fabric of the urban has been transformed under 
capitalistic movements that shape the capital accumulation accordingly. This cycle where capitalistic 
ideology dominantly shaped the physical and social relations in which they then outlined the conditions 
of capital accumulation later in time and space sets the core of Harvey’s 1989 seminal argument.  
 
The fall of industrialisation and Keynesian policies combined with the lack of, or unfair, allocation of the 
resources and services in accordance with the political demands left local governments to reorient their 
managerial approach. This had left cities to seek out innovative ways to revamp and promote the urban 
life in order to secure a better future whether this was to be done through local governments’ support 
for new enterprises or relying on infrastructure, or other social and cultural factors to attract inward 
investment or fighting hard to sustain the existing sources. Along with this problematic backdrop, the 
local elites started to have a more proactive role in mapping the future of the city (Wood & Brock, 2015). 
Eventually the seeds of the transformation of urban governments were planted and pushed them to take 
entrepreneurial forms of action since the recession of 1973 which has bonded different political parties 
and economic ideologies beyond national boundaries of the already existing capitalist world (Harvey, 
1989).  
 
Such forms of action of urban entrepreneurialism rely on four instances: development of consumption 
activities across the city such as tourism-based attractions, support for gentrification, cultural 
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innovations and urban based events to bring in external finance, exploitation of local resources for the 
production of goods and services that might lead to the creation of competition, generating economic 
development through the spatial division of key command and control functions and lastly the heightened 
competition regarding the redistribution of surpluses of public finance through central governments 
(Harvey, 1989; p.9-10). This paved the way for the future of mass privatisation, structural 
unemployment, liberation of free market and declining powers of national state controlling financial 
flows that enabled a platform for the international finance capital to gain bargaining power over local 
governments.  
 
Dating back to the early twentieth century post-war neoliberal ideologies began to emerge as a reaction 
to the supressed individualism of the post-WWI Vienna where the bourgeoise felt particularly targeted 
by higher taxations and regulations (Stedman-Jones, 2014). It was around when the international trade 
had already been affected negatively as a consequence of the war and a group led by Ludwig von Mises, 
and his student Friedrich Hayek later on, feeling the economic pressures, started to spread their ideology 
(Stedman-Jones, 2014). For them, democracy’s role was to make peace and when it failed it was time 
to seek other ways of order by creating a global system allowing capitalism to be spared from the political 
interference (Slobodian, 2018). Yet, the more tangible effects that we are feeling now started with 
Jimmy Carter in the US (even though can be traced back to late Nixon era) and Jim Callaghan in the UK 
though the true impact of the neoliberal policy and its legacy was ensued mainly by the transatlantic 
marriage of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan.  
 
It would be naïve to say that the development of neoliberalism was merely political, it was also economic 
and social with its strong influence on urbanisation. Through relying on the globalisation of policy 
exchanges, deploying institutional intermediaries and outsourcing local development ideas from 
elsewhere, neoliberal ideologies have been transferred on to the new reality of cities (Harvey, 1989, 
Smith, 1996, Peck & Tickell, 2002 and Rossi & Vanolo, 2015). From deregulation of housing markets, 
crushing trade unions, privatisation, commodification of state services and urban spaces to turning blind 
eye to wealth offshoring from the recovering cities in need to exotic places, taking off the fiscal pressure 
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from the capital holders, economic crises across the world, even the rise of global climate change issues. 
These and much more did not just emerge out of nowhere or born from some sort of Darwinian fate but 
been kneaded out from the enabling neoliberal policies. And this was the beginning of the social vertigo 
of the urban.  
 
Harvey’s 1989 work outlined the characteristics of the shift in governing the urban in three distinct ways 
in which they occur. First one being, as well as the central to the inquiry, is the public-private partnership 
under the name of local boosterism where the local governments use their power to attract inward 
investment from external sources. This strategic power has been passed down onto local governments 
through referendums or local government reforms to circumvent the local resistance. Second one is the 
speculative nature of these partnerships that distinguishes them from other civic boosterism activities. 
It is so because often the risk is taken by the local public sector (as opposed to national, or federal) 
whereas the private sector takes the benefits. Lastly, the impacts of such activities born out of these 
partnerships (such as a new civic centre or improving the conditions of an existing place) can no longer 
be seen as territorial since they are driven by the political economic motives, rather than purely 
economic projects such as housing or education (Harvey, 1989). 
 
In terms of place branding, Goss (1993) and Goodwin (1993) highlight that places have been managed 
and arranged with the goal of consumption and while these places are constructed within tightly 
controlled spaces, the imagery and configuration of space are designed to evoke special meanings within 
consumers that drive consumption (Cleave and Arku, 2017, 2020 & Goss, 1993). In addition to Harvey, 
Hubbard (1996) added that as a consequence of cities focusing on creating a unique identity to enable 
consumption and attract investment and using new urban landscapes to fulfil this ideology, the social 
and economic inequality gap is ever widening as such material and symbolic regeneration fosters further 
alienation. This heavy point is significant in this study as it later on explains why such projects can no 
longer be seen as mere economic projects that are location specific, but they are now considered with 
greater impacts, specifically social aspects, and how place branding is not only enabling this but also 
alighting it further.   
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Putting city branding in urban entrepreneurialism context 
Even though the notion of branding in the context of cities has been gaining popularity in practice, as 
well as in academia, across the globe as part of local and transnational governmental service, however 
it is nothing new. What is new is the actual, deliberate spelling out of it as city/ place/ urban/ region/ 
country branding/ marketing. The speculative delay in this might be due to the official bodies’ hesitation 
of being associated with the consumptive nature in the sound of branding. Yet it is hard to deny the 
activities and policies that are being adopted across the world. The frank truth is that there is probably 
nothing wrong with the urban to be associated with branding. Cities do need branding associated 
activities integrated into government plans for many reasons though the major one would be the 
economic health and wellbeing of the urban and its citizens. It is, though, important at this stage to 
point out that any other place that is not defined as a city is not less important in this context. However, 
what is significant about cities is that it brings people together in a way that makes difference to the 
relationship between them and the city as well as the scale of the physical features and the impact of 
these on human life (Pile, 1999).  
 
It is not new that cities are in competition to attract investment in order to stimulate the urban economy 
through the mega events organised by global capitalists and the governments (Ersoy & Larner, 2020). 
These events are also understood as one aspect of urban entrepreneurialism (which include, but are not 
limited to, the Olympics, World Cup, Formula 1 races (Gold & Gold, 2017), urban festivals (Zukin, 1990) 
or strategic bids such as to be one of the Capital of Culture cities (specific to Europe)3 and combine 
inward investment and economic development with speculative construction of space (Harvey, 1989 and 
Ersoy & Larner, 2019). Other aspects of urban entrepreneurialism that involve a heavy branding concept 
are creative positioning (Florida, 2003), arts initiatives (Orueta & Fainstein, 2008; Peck, 2005) and urban 
regeneration through housing and property.  
 
3 European Capital of Culture is a selection of cities within European Union and non-EU cities that meet 
the eligibility criteria designated to help attract social, cultural and economic benefits, foster urban 
regeneration, raise up international profile, boost tourism and enhance the city image. For more 





Starting with mega events, indeed such events do bring a certain amount of investment and raise the 
international profile of the cities. Yet they are also often crushed under miraculous financial 
expectations, either considerably built around a specific or one-off goal hence the effects can be short 
lived unless they are embedded in as part of long-term strategic plans.  
 
Barcelona, Spain where the 1992 Summer Olympic Games were hosted has been an exemplary case for 
the branding of such urban entrepreneurialism illustrating how small scale, publicly funded 
infrastructural developments shaped into bigger investments enabled by private investment. It was a 
milestone for the city with long lasting results not only because of its long-term planning, as opposed to 
ad-hoc promotional strategies, but also it brought international attention to the city through a brand-
new image and put the city on a global platform.  
 
From the mid 1970s with the end of Francoism and the beginning of the rise of socialism in the Catalonia 
region as a reaction to the years of economic neglect from the Franco regime4 dualling with the 
deindustrialisation and globalism across Europe, Barcelona was in economic and infrastructural decline 
(Monclus, 2003). This left the 1980s government to cut back to smaller scale public driven projects to 
bring the city back to a degree of vibrancy and prioritise the residents’ sense of the city instead of 
focusing heavily on promotional activities for the external stakeholders which would have led to a 
creation of two levels of the city. One being an external, communicated ideal city where a desired image 
is created and presented on a promotional basis to attract investment through private agencies, and the 
other one being that is perceived and lived by the residents where what is being reflected is not 
necessarily representative of the reality5.  
 
4 Franco era (1939-1975) for the Catalonia, especially for Barcelona, meant the elimination of democratic 
liberties, oppression and eventual prohibition of Catalan Institutions and their legislation including the 
Catalan language. The economic catastrophe of the Civil War was already too raw with the loss labour 
and damaged infrastructure and it wasn’t up until the end of 1970s with Franco’s death, the economy 
had started to mend itself with the democratic transition (Mir, 2008) 
 
5 It is significant at this point to explain the two levels of the city that is being mentioned here. In place 
branding, the urban is often treated as a spatial form that is open to consumption with little emphasis 
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Instead, the city focused on smaller scale projects through the creation of new public spaces and small 
parks were scattered in and around the city, as well as the restoration of the architectural fabric and its 
history and connecting the waterfront with the rest of the city (Ingrosso, 2011). These were, and still 
have been, quite successful projects that planted the seeds of the rebirth of the Barcelona today, yet 
these could only stretch so far as to bringing in the inward investment and much larger projects were 
needed. The 1992 Olympics strategic bid was made in 1982 and the project was deemed as a success but 
also marked the transition from smaller scale projects of the post-Franco era to much larger 
infrastructural interventions (Ingrosso, 2011 and Monclus, 2003). Along this transition there came the 
question of investment for who? – the private investors who had eyes on the urban land with a little bit 
of help from the political reasoning of the Olympics bid or the people of the Barcelona. 
 
Behind the scenes there was a heavy city marketing emphasis for the urban policy involving the 
revitalisation of the derelict industrial zones. The Nova Icaria district was acquired by the municipality 
owned enterprise VOSA which only to be sold doubling its price to NISA enterprise (which 40% owned by 
VOSA itself and the rest 60% owned by private sector including local banks) that allowed the city much 
needed cash to fund the infrastructure around project (Jauhiainen, 1994). The Nova Icaria project was 
completed just before the games and resulted in over 1800 flats, 55 hectares of new green space, five 
office buildings which the two of them were considered as high-rises, a high-end shopping mall and 150 
commercial spaces such as exclusive restaurants, a new university, 3600 parking spaces and a new marina 
for luxury yachts (Jauhiainen, 1994).  
 
on the intricacies of social relation and the urban dialogue within, and more emphasis on the creation of 
promotional imagery and slogans which leaves them with the challenge of going beyond the short-lived 
tactics (Freire, 2005 and Anholt, 2007). Hence, the use of the term “identity” is often interchangeable 
with the word “image”, leaving it prone to the limited perception of either positive or negative.  
 
Our perception of cities is often fed by the experiences we have had and images of landmarks that we 
are exposed to over time. All these conjure up a platform for us to define and identify the city. For 
instance, holidaymakers of London can be limited to the images of Big Ben, Tower of London, the iconic 
sign of London underground or red double-decker busses whereas Londoners’ (residents of London) image 
can be overcrowded streets, the increasing sights of the homeless on the streets, the skyscraper office 




In terms of its relation to branding, there is a clear positioning (a brand-new area for a new group of 
target audience), identity creation (through demolishing, restructuring and rebuilding of the entire 
waterfront) and lastly communication and promotion through imagery (The Olympics bid presented the 
city perfect excuse to elevate their small scale, community led effort to revitalise up the urban soil to 
something more on a grand scale project that came with the privatisation of the land). The city was in 
much need of economic and social redevelopment followed by year of totalitarian regime which stripped 
the city of its culture, heritage, language and wellbeing. In Saskia Sassen’s (1991) terms this was a case 
of the new service economy where, with the increased globalisation and deindustrialisation, cities shifted 
their focus from manufacturing to service.  
 
Fast forwarding today, the Olympic Games for Barcelona was what it seemed as a largely successful, 
neoliberal project on the surface with mudding at the roots underneath, creating a massive displacement 
and causing gentrification across different pockets of the city. As Lauermann and Davidson (2013) 
suggests while much of the twentieth century megaevent planning and funding was based on nationally 
driven urban modernisation projects, from 1970s onwards, their developmental function has shifted more 
towards facilitating inter-urban competition and the gentrification of post-industrial neighbourhoods 
(Smith, 2012). This was especially the case with the waterfront developments in Barcelona where once 
historically kept alive by its long-term working-class residents were left to yacht owners and high-end 
corporation offices. Not only this but as a consequence of following an urban governance that exploits 
local resources and puts the external stakeholders before the city’s social and economic wellbeing, the 
city has been experiencing a surge of protests against the shared economy culture that put the city up 
for grabs. Beneath the Airbnb culture that democratises the travel industry, what was left of the city is 






Chapter 4: Tokyo 
 
 
Tokyo, under the shadow of post-developmental neoliberalism 
From afar, on films, magazines and news, it is seen as the fiercely modern yet still keeping the traditions 
close its heart. Tokyo is considered as the world’s largest city-region, the centre of a key developmental 
state with a global role and had experienced its worst recession from 1992 to 2006. Despite having 
endured its lengthy economic downturn and being formerly a low-to-medium rise city, the modernisation 
process has been an unprecedented transforming force for the past 150 years (Jinnai, 2007). This process 
has put the city on the map as one of the most vertical cities in the world while reshaping its skyline 
contrasting with Mt Fuji backdrop, and creating a dichotomy of the old and new.  
 
Unlike the traditional understanding of a city, Tokyo exists as a collection of prefectures and wards.  
Tokyo Metropolis comprises of the central city with an addition of Tama area and the two island groups 
of the Izu Islands and Ogasawara Islands. According to the Tokyo Metropolitan Government website 
(2020), the “central city” consists of 23 special wards with a population of 9.24 million residents with a 
population density of 14,746 persons per square kilometre, over an area of 627 square kilometres. Tama 
area is made up of 26 cities, 3 towns and 1 village, with a population of 4.25 million and covering around 
1,160 square kilometre totalling around 3,664 persons per square kilometre. The Islands have a total 
population of 26,000, covering an area around 404 square kilometres with a population density of 65 
persons per square kilometre. It is important to note that the “Tokyo” referred to throughout this study 
is the combined area of central city and Tama since the islands are geographically separated from the 
mainland with no noted high-rise buildings.  
 
There are 157 structures that are over 150 metres and 28 that are over 200 metres, with 10 currently 
under construction and 19 more proposed to be built (Skyscraper Center, n.d.a). The urban skies of Tokyo 
are being taken over by luxury high-rise buildings that are helping the city to create a vertical city 
skyline. Yet, what makes Tokyo different is that unlike the market-centred London and New York, not 
only the verticalisation came much later compared to the other mega cities but also the economy is still 
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heavily based on manufacturing, with very little levels of immigration and no imperial legacy. More 
importantly, Tokyo is the capital of a developmental state where the state has a decisive role in the 
urban restructuring and planning process (Hill and Fujita 2000; Sorensen, Okata and Fujii 2010).  
 
During the World War II, Tokyo was hanging on by a thread with housing and food shortages, radical 
grassroots movements and mass protests rippling across the country but mostly in and around Tokyo due 
to its enabling public spaces accommodating large crowds, ease of access acting as a transportation hub 
for connecting thousands of participants and its symbolic importance of the city’s political landmarks 
(Gottfried, 2018). With neighbourhoods disembowelled by the allied bombing, the war wiped out the 
majority of the city’s buildings leaving mass land waste behind. Meanwhile in 1945 as a result of the 
atomic bombings, Japan surrendered and was subject to American military occupation for seven years 
which set the Cold War’s bureaucracy between Japan and US, and Tokyo’s eventual economic fate 
(Dower, 1999). The bureaucratic relationship between the US and Japan heavily influenced the urban 
foundation of today’s Tokyo through projects such as the reorganisation and privatisation of Japanese 
National Railway (which is later privatised in 1987) which planted the much-intended seeds of post-war 
East Asian capitalism (Gottfried, 2018).  
 
During late 1950s, the Tokyo Summer Olympics bid fast forwarded the urban regeneration process and it 
was a perfect opportunity to promote the city’s enhanced, new and highly modern image to the rest of 
the world at around the 1964 games. Substantial funds allowed the modernisation of the expansive 
imperial railway, building of the state-of-the-art sports venues as well as creating an opportunity to 
showcase the technological progress and unique architecture that host elements of the past and future. 
For the time being, the mega event-based strategy controlled by the state allowed Tokyo to shine through 
the ruins of the war. Yet just after the Olympics, during the early 1970s throughout to 80s, as a result of 
contentious politics and public sector protests combined with a global energy and oil crisis resulted in 
relative decline in the state’s much reliant manufacturing power, at the same time paving the way for 
financial capital to base in Tokyo (Gottfried, 2018). Around the same time in 1980s the neoliberalisation 
had started to show signs of emergence in the Japanese Developmental State. Counterpart of Reagan 
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and Thatcher, Prime Minister Nakasone privatised several major public corporations with Japanese 
National Railways being one of them (Tsukamoto, 2012) while maintaining policies that would enhance 
Tokyo’s urban emphasis and role in the state’s development.  
 
Yet, in reality Tokyo was crumbling under pressure and suffering due to the economic shift from being a 
manufacturing city to becoming a corporate headquarters-based economy (Tsukamoto, 2012). This shift 
marks the neoliberal undertones of a political economy with the affirmation and reaffirmation of Tokyo 
as a global city, a city that is home to global capital accumulation and the control of it (Waley, 2013). 
The city’s economic wellbeing was more susceptible to damages from the national economy than the 
global damages since it was created to cater to domestic corporations’ global expansions (Takei, 2007 
and Tsukamoto, 2012). 1980s set the big changes by rescaling the city as a global player with the Tokyo 
Waterfront development plan and the Urban Renaissance Policy aimed at the corporation of significant 
private players in partnering with the public agencies (local and national) in order to revitalise Tokyo’s 
central districts6 (Languillon-Aussel, 2014). This was a significant point in Tokyo’s urban history as it was 
designed with the intention to take the pressure off specific regions within central Tokyo and invite the 
metropolitan government towards a more polycentric approach.  
 
During the Lost Decade7 of the 1990s, the government continued to support the construction boom as if 
everything was okay and normal by allowing luxury housing, modern offices and shopping malls to replace 
industrial areas that lead to further land speculation and reduced prices. The urban development policy 
 
6 Namely the Otemachi-Marunouchi-Yurakucho area. It experienced a major fall back as a result of the 
financial downturn of the Lost Decade. The area was not only significant for the economic health of 
Tokyo, but it played a key role on putting Japan on the global economy map alongside the major players 
by hosting businesses such as Mitsubishi. The Mitsubishi Estate owned nearly a third of the land in the 
region which later provided bargaining powers in restructuring of the space. (For more detailed 
discussion, please see Languillon-Aussel, 2014) 
 
7 It is referred to the economic decline of Japan from 1990 to 2000, with often inclusions of 2001 to 2010. 
After the WWII, Japan’s economy rose from its ashes up which led to increased real estate market value, 
increased stock markets and speculation at an uncontrollable rate. This resulted in stock market crash 
of the early 1990 leaving consumers to hold onto their savings and causing significantly lower levels of 
demand and declining of production (Krugman, 1998) 
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was designed by the state, yet it heavily encouraged the private sector to invest in building as high as 
possible in urban centres and create a dense, vertical city (Fujita, 2011).  Tokyo was under immense 
pressure of representing what the nation was in the past and desires to be in the future: a bridge of past 
and future, traditional and modern.   
 
The collapse of the asset price bubble of 90s gave the opportunity for corporations to take baby steps 
into the system. Private organisations were seeking to have a financial upper hand in negotiating to 
restructure the urban space while giving Tokyo the opportunity to place itself on the global city list in 
return. Unlike the Anglo-American capitalism where stock markets play a central role while corporations 
are deemed as profit-producing organisations, in Japanese capitalism, the state established 
manufacturing corporations in order to meet the national development objectives and social cohesion 
(Sakakibara, 1993 & Fujita, 2003,). Whilst it is the notion of individualism that turns the Western 
neoliberalism engine, the idea of prioritising national economic development and its strong rooting in 
nationalism that feeds the Japanese neoliberal ideology. This puts Japan in a not so clear position of -
and much debated- whether the state is under a post-developmentalism period or is this an end result 
of being subservient to Washington for all those years fuelled by their strong opposition to communism 
and the ideology of catch up with the West (Waley, 2013) and whether we put Tokyo in the neoliberal 
urbanism map as we know it and if so where and how. 
 
The Highrise Era 
Even though the city’s first high-rise building was built in 1968, Tokyo didn’t start the verticalisation 
process until the 1980s into early 1990s due to zoning laws that aimed to restrict height and late 
introduction of liberal policies that allowed high-rise construction. The major events of the 1980s, 
specifically the financialisation of the economy and the beginning of the price asset bubble, was a major 
blow to the land and real estate values, and, this combined with the introduction of Urban Renaissance 
Policy of 1986, pockets within Tokyo business district saw emergence of high-rise buildings. This was 
made possible mainly the Mitsubishi Estate which also owns around 40% of the land (Languillon-Aussel, 
2014) and the Urban Renaissance of 1986 set the date for Tokyo’s verticalisation process.  
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The post-war economic recovery era ended with an enduring price bubble asset that morphed into an 
economic crisis have played an important role in changing the city’s not only physical landscape but also 
its social fabric and residential concept deeply. After the 1960s throughout to 1980s, the government 
came up with schemes and policies to encourage home ownership, and this also included plans to develop 
small scale housing for single family homes in the suburbs (Izuhara & Forrest, 2012). As a result, Tokyo 
attracted domestic migration and work force that led to the unceasing urban expansion. Meanwhile at 
the urban core, the inner land prices plunging further offered such lands for use to build high-rise condos 
as cheaply as possible to attract more people and boost the economy further. An increased housing supply 
in central districts distracted attention from the suburbs and leaving post price asset bubble developers 
to build large scale high-rise towers (Tajima, 2014).  
 
By the end of 1990s Tokyo had seen a disproportioned, big wave of investment to build high-rise condos 
eventually making the inner-city land one of the most expensive in the world (Ichiko, 2001) which will 
be discussed further. It wasn’t until the 2000s that the mega urban renewal projects took place with its 
mixed-use high-rises backed up by neoliberal policies and efforts to de-centralise the government role 
has helped to reposition the economy and the city as a global competitor. What started in 1986 with the 
Urban Renaissance Policy was accelerated in 2002 with the “Special Urban Renaissance Law” by 
establishing an urban regeneration office under Prime Minister’s Office authority to designate Urban 
Renaissance Areas in which landowners or developers can propose changes to the official city plan 
including zoning regulations or adjusting existing city plans in order to accommodate higher 
developments (Sorensen, Okata & Fuji, 2010). In the end, this move reduced the role of local government 
in rezoning to allow skyscrapers to be built across the city. Overall, the new law was in line with the 
national aim of promotion of a global city even though this was done at the expense of inner-city 
densification. As a result, while the everyday citizen’s dream of getting rid of a two-hour commute to 
the office was not an impossible one anymore.  
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Other major cities across the country have also been facing with the manshon8 frenzy around the same 
time, which left the cities including Kyoto, with high-rise condos dotted around the traditional style low-
rise houses. It was a time for the city to attract young professionals into single unit homes and out of 
their family shared houses that allowed limited privacy. Whilst filling this economic need of the city, the 
development manshons did not face as strong backlash as the previous events. It wasn’t until when the 
developments became cheap to build with fast financial turn arounds for the developers, almost become 
too disposable for a fast round of housing boom and more importantly ignoring neighbour’s “right to 
sunshine” and disfiguring the city form, that the local government introduced the new building code of 
2007. The drastic changes included identification of 38 vantage points across the city and introduction 
of appropriate restrictions according to the characteristics of these vantage points, as well as some 
further protection of height limits to historic sites and the mayor’s commission of a new advisory board 
with members of university professors, lawyers, business representatives and ordinary citizens for a 
collective approach to decision making (Brumann, 2012).  
 
Due to the upsurge in demand for living upwards and the even further reduced levels of home ownership 
has come with a high cost for the once secure, thriving and engaging community life. One of the main 
ideas for verticalisation in Tokyo was to protect the existing public spaces while creating new ones, yet 
this came with density and change of residential habits. Residents of high-rises are less likely to engage 
in community activities that would involve safer streets programmes and neighbourhood resilience 
programmes for natural disasters, such as Chokai. Chokai is a traditional, neighbourhood association that 
nearly all households engage actively to provide a sense of community, trust and more importantly 
serving as a resource and relief during natural disasters (LeBlanc, 2016). The protection of such 
community-based organisations is core to the country’s social capital and resource for community 
resilience. The residents of the new high-rise condos are less likely to be actively engaged in such 
 
8 Traditionally manshon is defined as residential buildings of three floors and above however considering 
the evolution of high-rise construction in Japan, manshons set a new height level both in terms of 
architecture and building permissions. This combined with the technological developments in 
construction industry, manshons (mainly in the context of big cities in Japan) grew out of the original 
three floors and above height and mainly referred to condominiums that are considered high-rise 
buildings.  
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associations despite being a member, and this is, speculatively, due to the psychological isolation that 
is being created by living in high rises. Neighbourhood association leaders also observe that the high-rise 
condo residents are often inaccessible behind secure, automatically locked gates (LeBlanc, 2016) which 
echoes Jane Jacobs’ eyes upon the streets surveillance notion. Whilst her approach comes with a lot of 
modern day criticism, in Japan this could be highly tied to the community engagement.  
 
Traditionally all family members lived in the same household, which had a different density compared 
to today’s high-rise density. In a traditional Japanese house, where the minimalistic approach was key, 
the rooms were not designated to a single entrance. This meaning the rooms were often separated by 
shoji, a sliding, portable paper doors so that the light come through in several directions allowing it a 
lighter feel. Portability of sliding doors and furniture meant that a bedroom can also be a living room 
which aimed to provide flexibility for the whole family living together situation. Also, several family 
members would often sleep in the same room, tatami, which limited the individual privacy (LeBlanc, 
2016). However, owing much to the one-room manshon boom across Japanese cities meant seeking 
further privacy, not merely in the social sense but behind the family doors. Younger generation started 
seeking opportunities of individual privacy behind the doors of single room high-rise condos and auto 
locked secure gates and actual concrete walls instead of shojis.  
 
The high-rise condo living impacted families within their core units where the members are less 
interacting with each other but also as members of the society they could just walk into their condo with 
a fancy entrance without even interacting with another soul. This may have been a long practice or 
lifestyle amongst some Western cultures, but this put some serious barriers into community engagement 
in Japanese cities. 
 
Setting up Tokyo brand on the global platform 
Once branded as East Asia’s most modern city, Tokyo is now being caught up by other regional rivals such 
as Hong Kong, Shanghai or Seoul. However, Tokyo’s ability to reimagine, re-create and reinvent itself on 
major scales after each downfall and communicating this to the rest of the world with great pride is 
 26 
second to none. Branding Tokyo meant branding the nation and Japan had to show the world that they 
are standing strong despite each disaster experienced which sets Tokyo apart from most of other major 
cities.  
 
The city, along with Yokohama, suffered a major earthquake in 1923 (Great Kanto earthquake) that 
flattened the ground, broke the earth and scorched what was left. It wasn’t just the buildings that were 
flattened out but also the bridges, roads, water pipes, tramlines and telegraph lines that also ceased to 
exist. The densely built areas in the eastern part of the city damaged mostly by the fires after the 
earthquake whereas the greener and less densely populated areas in the western part managed to escape 
from the damages (Dimmer, 2020). The tragedy was seen as the turning point and even a blessing in 
disguise for leaving old Tokyo behind with its ‘old mentalities of the feudal era’ to rebuild a Tokyo that 
would serve as a world leading city of Japan (Schencking, 2013 p.5). The former Tokyo City9 mayor Goto 
Shinpei’s large scale proposal to rebuild and replot the city failed to gain support due to its expensive 
budget. Instead, the national government introduced land readjustment laws that would see 
improvements such as widening existing streets and creating better connections with the neighbouring 
areas to reduce region density (Hein, 2010). To achieve this, the government claimed 10% of the citizen 
property through employment of the land readjustment to turn such spaces into public space such as 
roads, small parks, sidewalks and social welfare facilities (Schencking, 2013). This also has set an era of 
urban modernisation of Tokyo that still presents itself.  
 
Tokyo was just recovering from the great earthquake and then hit by a second wave of destruction came 
by World War II bombings in 1945. The government was determined to rebuild the city not only for 
residents but also for its economy. However, this was before the developments in mass media and 
communications technology so instead of relying on the power of those, Japan relied on public diplomacy 
to bolster the nation’s image. In order to regain national strength, as well as creating an image of a 
recovering nation for its own citizens and the rest of the world, Japan had assistance from an unlikely 
 
9 The Tokyo City, which is now occupied by the 23 wards of Tokyo, existed until 1943 when it merged 
with its prefecture.  
 27 
source, United States.  
 
Under the control of United States, Japan was in immediate need to transform its image from semi-
militaristic, authoritarian state to a more liberal state through cultural policies (Tamari, 2017). On the 
other hand, seeing Japan, and Tokyo’s significant administrative role, as a strategic partner in the region, 
US laid the groundwork that shaped the trajectory for Japan’s developmental capitalism while giving 
prominence to Tokyo and saw the city’s urban development (Gottfried, 2018). Around the same time, 
the outbreak of civil war in Korea and the Vietnam war also helped Japan to gain importance and 
accelerate its post war economy recovery with manufacturing industries injecting in cash into the 
country. Despite the wounds and ruins of the war, Japan managed to reconstruct its economy. No other 
country had experienced such economic growth as Japan did from 1953 up until 1973, transitioning from 
an agricultural country to one of the most industrialised in the world (Krugman, 2009). Japanese 
government gave priority to economic recovery as a sign of nation’s health and strength after the war 
which saw construction of expansive railways, dams, ports as well as creating industrial macro-regions 
around Tokyo, Osaka and Nagoya. By the end of the post war era in 1956, Japan had become the face of 
industrial power and drawn rural populations in to the dense streets of the inner cities.  
 
However, after such disasters, architects and planners were left hesitant about going back to the 
traditional methods of designing and building, and this combined with a new, industrial economic power 
that shifted the nation’s concentration towards modernity. In 1960 the Metabolist Movement10 was 
 
10 Metabolism, The Metabolist Movement- Japan’s architectural avant-garde movement, founded by a 
group of architects, architect critic, industrial designer and a graphic designer, published its manifesto 
in 1960 at the World Design Conference, Metabolism: The Proposals for New Urbanism with the opening 
paragraph of:  
Metabolism is the name of the group, in which each member proposes future 
designs of our coming world through his concrete designs and illustrations. 
We regard human society as a vital process—a continuous development from 
atom to nebula. The reason why we use such a biological word, metabolism, 
is that we believe design and technology should be a denotation of human 
society. We are not going to accept metabolism as a natural historical process 
but try to encourage active metabolic development of our society through our 
proposals. (Lin, 2016 p.608) 
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launched at the World Design Conference in Tokyo, a movement that was doused with ideas of 
megastructures and modern design concepts such as the sea and the sky as the site for human habitation 
in the future, that would move on to influence the contemporary age (Lin, 2016). At the same time the 
city was carrying out preparations and major developments structural that would later on leading to 
hosting the 1964 Olympics. The Tokyo Olympics was seen as an opportunity to showcase the new Japan 
to the rest of the world complete with its modern architecture, developed infrastructure and recovered 
economy. The success of hosting the games represented a powerful symbolic image that the nation 
needed.  
 
Though the skyscrapers and mega structures did not pop up overnight, the Metabolist movement heavily 
influenced the essence of Tokyo’s future urban development. Compared with New York, Tokyo’s 
residential buildings are relatively lower and the process of verticalisation did not start until late 1970s, 
early 1980s and the majority of skyscraper buildings were office use, housing big corporates and hotels.  
 
However, the national government aimed to put Tokyo at the forefront of representing the nation as a 
world city by restructuring it as an entrepreneurial city. Just as when US had Ronald Reagan and UK had 
Margaret Thatcher, Japan had Prime Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone- who was known for his close 
relationship with Reagan- was pushing for privatisation around the same time in 1980s. He aimed to make 
Tokyo attractive for international businesses by deregulating the urban property market and stimulating 
investment (Waley, 2007).  
 
It was only a few years ago towards the end of 1970s that the nation went under economic restructuring. 
This not only provided a platform for public-private partnerships that effected urban policy but also 
lower taxes, large subsidies and deregulation for private investment towards public development 
projects (Machimura, 1992). This was a major step in transforming Tokyo to today’s vertical expansion 
 
Please see the Lin (2016) Metabolist Utopias and Their Global Influence: Three Paradigms of Urbanism 
paper for further details.  
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as some of the state-owned land was sold to private real estate companies which saw the city as an arena 
for capital accumulation. Unlike the major competitors in the West, Tokyo did not have a city branding 
or marketing agency to encourage inward investment, instead it had interlocking power structures of the 
public and private sector that set the city up to global competition.  
 
Fast forwarding to today, Tokyo’s promotional activities reveal a range of communicated imagery based 
on food, old traditions meeting the new world to entertainment and cultural activities. However, among 
these promotional image uses, there is one that stands out which is the subtle use of skyscrapers that 
emphasise the city’s unique skyline against the backdrop of Mount Fuji. This can be seen by when simply 
typing in “Tokyo” on Google images, the first result page that comes up is dominated by the city’s skyline 





Figure 1: Tokyo- Google images search results first page. 
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Also, the Tokyo Metropolitan Government’s official place branding body, Tokyo Tokyo has a clear mission 
statement of embracing and communicating the old and new, traditional and innovative city to the rest 
of the world. The website (Tokyo Tokyo, 2021a) opens up with four homepage banners of which the first 
one is an animated Tokyo skyline with skyscrapers (Figure 2).  
 
 
Figure 2: A screenshot of the first homepage banner from the official Tokyo place branding organisation 
of Tokyo, Tokyo website 
 
The Tokyo Tokyo website (2021b) even offers up virtual background of the city for online meetings and 
background images and two of five of these images are highlighting the city’s tall buildings (Figure 3). 
The use of such combination of images reveals the city’s efforts to highlight its old and new, traditional 
and modern brand positioning. The images throughout the website tell a story of a city with strong history 





Figure 3:A screenshot of Tokyo, Tokyo website offering up images of the city for virtual backgrounds. 
 
In regard to the city’s high-rise development, Machimura (1992) shed light on the scale of private sector 
involvement in shaping today’s Tokyo in three groups. The first group are making profit from urban 
development projects such as construction companies, raw material manufacturers, developers and real 
estate companies and financial institutions. The second group are those need the actual urban space 
such as hotels, leisure services, foreign firms and tech companies. The third and most important are the 
ones who influence the symbolic structure of urban space such as big commercial capital, advertising 
agencies and media institutions that play the role of “space directors” (p.121). Private companies’ taking 
advantage of the relaxation of floor area ratio restrictions manifested itself in constellations of 
skyscrapers in Tokyo’s skyline.  
 
Another factor that had accelerated the verticalisation process was the privatisation of the procedures 
for examining and granting building permits. Up until 1999 local governments were granting permit 
applications to ensure the proposed buildings were compliant with the law including height and bulk 
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limitations, and land use (Sorensen et al. 2010). Only a few years later after the privatisation of building 
permit systems, Prime Minister Koizumi’s government passed the Special Urban Renaissance Law of 2002 
where developers or organisations were allowed to propose changes to the official city plan including 
zoning regulations, the road plans and even the proposal of a special district plan allowing a much higher 
floor area ratio. This was particularly welcomed by the major property developers and corporates since 
the ad hoc approach to rezoning encouraged high-rise developments (Sorensen et al. 2010).  
 
In proposing such drastic changes to urban land development regulations, Japan’s aim was to promote 
Tokyo as a global city through its showcase projects such as Shinjuku Park Tower and Tokyo Metropolitan 
Government building, which were both designed by Kenzo Tange who was also an influential member of 
the Metabolist movement. Whilst most of the residential high-rises are still below the average of other 
vertical cities like New York or Hong Kong and slow to pick up on the verticalisation process, the primary 
target audience for Japan was big corporates, tech and finance firms. The strategy was to attract inward 
investment and people through the corporates since the country did not pursue an immigration policy to 
attract cultural, social and human capital. Tokyo’s new urban terrain, instead, attracted global 
businesses and national headquarters which came along with their international banks, advertising 
agencies and legal offices in return fostered the city to become a global player. In the case of Tokyo, 
one of the aspects of being a global city also came hand in hand with verticalisation since the notion of 
moving away from the traditional low-rise structures was ingrained at the city’s positioning efforts on 
the global platform.  
 
Such city positioning efforts can also be seen clearly from further official government body websites. For 
instance, the Official Tokyo Travel Guide website (2021), which is supported by Tokyo Convention & 
Visitors Bureau (TCVB), is using an image of its skyline against the backdrop of Mount Fuji while reminding 
us its “impossibly high towers” (Figure 4) whereas the TCVB website (2021) opens up with a similar image 




Figure 4:A screenshot of the Official Tokyo Travel Guide website (Go Tokyo) promoting the city’s 








Tokyo was hesitant to build skyscrapers as a form of urban development as well as to adopt place branding 
strategies compared to some other major global cities. Skyscrapers were not introduced until the second 
half of 1970s due to concerns such as earthquakes and population density. However, the city faces a 
different kind of problem that raises concerns with its verticalisation process. By aiming to attract 
corporations, fancy offices, and international headquarters, Tokyo also attracts workforce, but this 
comes at a cost especially for a city that can just manage its own population. In 2018, there were 
fourteen high rises with over 7,000 units built in Musashikosugi, a district in Kawasaki, Greater Tokyo, 
which boosted the population by around 21,000 resulting in not only aggravating the morning rush hour 
but also the community relationships and engagement (Martin, 2019). In a city like Tokyo, such 
irregularities of population concentration and lack of long-term strategic planning necessitates increased 



















Chapter 5: New York 
 
 
The neoliberal dream comes true  
Both in general understanding and scholarly terms New York City has been an archetype of the worldwide 
city idea with its diverse population, international connectivity, glitzy skyline, significance and wealth 
in global economy. Though this reputation did indeed come at a cost. From its early history, much like 
other major cities across the world, NYC has been home to class conflict, social and economic 
stratification, which is also evident in its urbanisation process. Yet, what has been in the making since 
1970s is the creation of an elite urban class imagining the city in a particular way that seek to rank 
private investment and its interest(s) over public good. This, “common sense of the times” (Peck & 
Tickell, 2002: 381) is neoliberalism as we know it.  
 
NYC is home to five boroughs of Bronx, Brooklyn (Kings County), Manhattan (New York County), Queens 
and Staten Island (Richmond Borough) with an estimate total population of 8.33 million in July 2019 (US 
Census Bureau, 2020) and covering a land of 783.8 square kilometres, which equals roughly around 10,606 
persons per square metre. According to the database of the Council on Tall Buildings and Urban Habitat’s 
Skyscraper Center (n.d.b), there are currently 284 completed and 34 under construction buildings of 150 
metres and above, 12 completed and 7 under construction buildings of 300 metres and above, as well as 
at least 20 proposed buildings for future construction. Unlike Tokyo, NYC has long had a reputation of 
being a high-rise city, so the picture now is not much of a surprise but was a probable plan for the city’s 
future, from as early on as 1900s with the construction Singer Tower in 1908.  
 
Up until the 19th century, the majority of NYC residents were populated around the southern half of 
Manhattan due to the Boston Post Road main transportation line (Ballon, 2012). However, with further 
infrastructural developments and the current street grid system, the urban living started to branch out 
and up. By the beginning of 1900s, the city was already a financial centre booming with offices (and 
needing more), having an influx of migrants resulted in housing shortages faster than the city could 
provide (Ballon, 2012). Owing much to the technological advances such as steel frame construction 
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techniques as well as the zoning regulations, the city’s skyline started to take its vertical turn from very 
early on.  
 
The historical account of NYC’s urbanisation process is based on demands and needs that came at a cost. 
As immigrants and rural population started to make a move into the inner cities after the Civil War, the 
developers responded by building affordable, low-income housing and manufacturing sites and designing 
skyscraper plans. Though this met the city’s growing demands, it also came in a disorganised, unplanned 
and uncalculated manner. This meant the city was left to the developers’ decisions on what would 
generate the highest return on investment and the ways in which they can define “affordable” in 
housing11.  
 
By 1915, the city was expanding out of its own body. The residents’ concerns were mounting and causing 
protests to protect their basic rights, factories were spilling over to commercial areas and the developers 
were continuing to serve up further skyscrapers which left the city in desperate need to introduce defined 
regulations around construction and zoning. The 1916 Zoning Resolution was just catered to this. It aimed 
to secure daylight, air, and open space by setting residential areas separate from business districts where 
tall, slender buildings could shine, and the residents can have their daylight and air (NYC City Planning, 
n.d.).  
 
However, by the mid-century the city grew unregulated with new skyscrapers breaking world records, 
inviting more and more people inside those buildings rather than giving more air and open public space, 
and cars were ruling most of the inner-city transportation. As a result, the 1961 Zoning Resolution 
introduced parking permit requirements, incentive zoning that allowed extra floor space in exchange of 
 
11Prior to the Tenement Housing Act of 1901 and the 1916 Zoning Regulation, the developers were 
responding to the demands of the city in an unregulated manner which resulted in maximum bulk and 
minimum standard housing, often without clean running water, limited sunlight and air circulation, and, 
in some cases without indoor toilets. On the other hand, warehouses and manufacturing sites were 
pushing the borders of Fifth Avenue which was too close for comfort for the fashionable, commercial 
area, while plans of further high-rise buildings to accommodate the city’s up and coming offices were 
casting massive shadows over the low-income houses.  
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plazas to be incorporated in to building plans as well as the concepts of maximum bulk and floor area 
ratio which allowed a new type of ziggurat shaped high-rises to be built. What this meant for the city 
was the new possibilities of building potentially higher without compromising the street level space (NYC 
City Planning, n.d.).  The city witnessed a further surge of high-rise buildings. 
 
By 1970s, on the surface, the city seemed to be thriving yet deep down it was crumbling under the 
pressure as a result of the ambitious expansion process that left the city in debt. It only ‘seemed’ thriving 
because during the prior decade, the city had gone under a major urban renewal process with the help 
of Robert Mosses’ plan that not only effected the city but the whole metropolitan region (Harvey, 2008). 
His plans managed to (with a little bit of help from the anti-urban federal policies of the time) solve the 
post-war housing issue though it came at a cost of suburban flight leaving the inner city to decay. In 
1975, the city was facing a serious fiscal crisis with massive debts to pay and no money left to borrow 
from lenders nor a bailout from the federal government. This left the city to go through extensive budget 
cuts including closures of hospitals, hiring freeze across public sector and lay-offs, and further cuts to 
the police and sanitation departments.  
 
This was also the golden opportunity for financial institutions as instead of walking away from the “Fear 
City”12, they, almost overnight, restructured the city to serve at the mercy of the elite power (Harvey, 
2008). Neoliberalism necessitated and instigated a move back into the city through sanitising, securing 
and controlling, and in return by displacing, segregating, gentrifying the city enough to lure the suburban 
elites. Urban renewal projects at such scale come at an exclusive cost of displacement of the 
marginalised and the poor since violence and chaos enables a platform to build new on the ruins of the 
old (Harvey, 2007).  
 
Glitzing up the sky and selling it 
There is probably little doubt that the more central and vibrant a city becomes, the more it attracts 
 
12 The headline of the leaflet that were given to tourists arriving to NYC in June 1975. The pamphlet was 
created by Council for Public Safety (a group of NYPD) to serve as a survival guide containing 9 guidelines.  
 38 
financial capital through much interested businesses and corporates as well as the people that they bring 
in with them. One of the (many other) ways in which cities are now achieving this centrality, global 
status and attracting investment and people is through their steel and glass skyline. While some cities 
create an (brand) identity that emphasises its heritage and “way of living” (i.e. Paris), some others are 
focusing in on the quality life that it offers (i.e. Amsterdam and much of Scandinavian capitals), one of 
the aspects that elevated New York’s global status is its verticality. Indeed, what ‘made’ New York were 
many other aspects amongst some are being a financial centre from as early as late 1700s, its 
geographical advantage and being the port of entry to many immigrants hence its adventurous spirit 
compared to neighbouring cities, but what ‘sells’ the city now is its glitzy status.  
 
The ideologies of contemporary architecture combined with trends in modernity, industrial 
developments, improvements in engineering, and capitalism created a view that the utopian idea of 
high-rises not only provide cheap social housing for the masses but also can epitomise affluence in cities 
which makes it easier to position the city in branding terms. What was once favoured as providing housing 
for the everyday citizen, the tall structures are now reaching at great heights that are redefined by their 
glass and metal contouring of the skies while economically fetishizing the land of the urban at the same 
time. This is an era where the tentacles of capitalism reach beyond the urban space, but it is at a point 
where the constant economic focus on the use of urban space shadows its scarcity and natural capability. 
The buyers and renters are lured in with attractive offers from developers, real estate agents, banks and 
insurance brokers despite the ecological fragility of the area. The demand is accordingly multiplied 
allowing a further justification of the developers’ supply. Corporates and the rich are attracted, and the 
capital is gained, not by the everyday citizens but by a certain tax bracket. Most of the everyday citizens 
are already in the process of being pushed out  in different contexts, across different cities.  
 
Between the years 2010 and 2017, a massive total of 12,533 new apartment units in 41 buildings were 
built in Long Island City alone (Warerkar, 2017). That is almost doubling the Downtown LA numbers and 
there is no slowing down with 5,900 more in the plans according to the NYC Housing Pipeline information 
(NYC Housing Production snapshot, 2018). Most of these were luxury high-rise condos built on the 
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waterfront, resting on the piece of land stretching from 54th Avenue to the waterfront along the Anable 
Basin, dotted around between Center Boulevard and 5th Street, as well as the commercial corridor of 
Jackson Avenue and Queens Plaza.  Moving over to the Midtown west in Manhattan, there is the Hudson 
Yards development with its fancy shopping centre and five towers so high that the residents can look 
down on Empire State building.  
 
Manhattan has always been relatively high-rise and is now being followed by Brooklyn and Queens. 
Inequality has been roaming though the grid streets of NYC since the early times, but now instead of 
slowing this down, the city has been speeding up and making it even more blatant in favour of collecting 
taxes from the luxury high-rise condo dwellers echoing the Harvard economist Edward Glaeser’s famous 
argument: build more and higher to meet the high demand of the city, attract more people with even 
more money and have the tax benefits for the rest of the city.  
 
Urban economist Edward Glaeser’s neoclassical approach to urbanism, which advocates the market 
orientated policies, has been a favourite of not only New York City but many other Western urban 
developers and policymakers. His strong, yet one dimensional, economic argument relies on a simplistic 
supply and demand relationship. The inelasticity in house supply simply results in unaffordability of 
housing for the many due to increased prices. Though his argument is not exclusive to him or nothing 
new but reminiscent of the neoliberal urban theory that has been debated over the past four decades 
(Graham, 2015; Peck, 2016; Brenner & Theodore, 2002). He is a senior fellow at the Manhattan Institute 
which is a think tank organisation with strong influence on urban policy research in major cities across 
the country and supporter of the privatisation of inner cities.  
 
The general problem with his plea for minimising regulations on land development in urban areas, 
especially metropolitan cities such as New York, London and San Francisco, is that it leads to the 
marketisation of the land. Going by the supply-demand calculation, the scarce urban land will become 
even more valuable and attractive for the developers and stacking apartments up higher above the 
ground will only maximise the profit. There will indeed be more in numbers of supply, but it would be 
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too fictional to think the demand numbers would not equally (if not exceed) ascend. The developers are 
already in competition to capitalise on such a small plot of land where they get permission to go high up 
as much as the construction technology allows them. Such financial dynamic as described by Graham 
(2015: 620) “… treat the new housing towers- and the land they rest on- purely as investment assets for 
the world’s booming and dominant- but numerically small- class of super-rich (who often buy off-plan at 
distant marketing events)”.  
 
Going by the Glaeser’s idea of metropolis, poverty and inequality is not necessarily negative in nature 
but rather is a symbol for urban strength and should be seen as preconditions for vitality (Peck et al, 
2013). This is, indeed, not shocking in consideration of his strong supporters – the likes of the Manhattan 
Institute and its confederate developers- cultivating his ideas to rationalise neoliberal approaches to 
reproduction and capitalisation of urban spaces. It is loud and clear that such a stance is a static one 
that dismisses the relational, social and human intricacies that exist in urban spaces in an aim to 
capitalise on whatever land is left in cities. Let’s assume that there are no barriers to building skyscrapers 
and (re)development, and allow the domination of super luxury, mixed-use skyscrapers that cater to the 
exclusive and globally rich- what will become of cities? Asking this is not an aim at creating a one-
dimensional reality in either extremes, but the main issue here is what becomes of the already existing 
social gap, economic, racial inequality and institutional segregation that the city is already suffering of. 
 
Branding the city with the superlatives  
 
“All Manhattan’s tall buildings had been content to confront 
each other in a competitive verticality, and the product of 
this was an architectural panorama reflecting the capitalist 
system itself- a pyramidal jungle, whose famous image of 
Manhattan stretched out before you as you arrived from the 
sea.” (Baudrillard, 2002 p.42-44).  
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Back in 1970s New York was once declared as the “Fear City”, now with a skyline full of representations 
of modernity, wealth, economic prosperity and technological advancements, and the role of branding 
and media is unprecedented in both making the “Fear City” and transforming to what it is today through 
strategic decisions and visual statements.  
 
At Mayor Lindsay’s first day in the office, in Jan 1, 1966, the city transit workers went on a strike that 
would last for 12 days with a complete halt of subway and bus service. This was followed by teacher’s 
union and sanitation strikes in 1968 as a response to massive cuts and lay-offs and Stonewall Riots in 1969 
in response to anti-gay legal system that was looming throughout the 1950s and 60s. By the 1970s, the 
city had already gained a notorious reputation on top of the stagnating economic situation. From globally 
broadcasted news around the political and financial alienation of NYC (by the corporations and the 
federal government) and the flight of the middle-class, white residents out to the suburbs to the media’s 
negative coverage and similar effect advertising13, the city was left to its socially dire situation and 
exacerbating economic condition.   
 
The image crisis, as Miriam Greenberg puts it, was particularly bad news for place-based industries such 
as real-estate, tourism and financial services (2008). In an effort to brand New York City to overcome 
the negativity associated with it, the city and state officials proposed economic reforms that would result 
in benefitting certain geographies, social classes and economic sectors by selling out the city. Such legal 
reforms included tax cuts for big corporations to build their HQs and bases in Manhattan (mostly in 
skyscraper forms), massive lay-offs and redundancies from public sector while investing in social 
cleansing and securing certain areas so the businesses and tourists don’t feel the day-to-day threats of 
the city.  
 
13 In 1971, at the height of air travel and emergence of advertising industry, Italian airline Alitalia started 
a three-stage marketing campaign to create awareness for their new direct flight from Rome to 
Northeastern cities of Washington DC and Boston by negatively targeting New York route stating the 
customers can now travel to the US without having to go into New York. According to the marketing 
agency that was responsible for the campaign, this was nothing more than a teasing ad. Yet it wasn’t 
perceived so by the city as it went through serious legal efforts to launch a counter campaign to clear 




On the other hand, the real-estate and tourism officials joined up with the economic development team, 
marketing consultants, the media and creative industries to in a collective effort to clean up and revamp 
the city’s image (Greenberg, 2008). Though this wasn’t the first time in city’s marketing efforts but what 
was new was that such efforts were being woven into the city’s political and economic strategies.  
 
In terms of cultural and media portrayals of the city as indirect efforts to promote the city, examples of 
city branding approach can be seen from representations of Manhattan skyline that highlight skyscrapers 
as a part of city’s famous image. Some examples of such branding efforts include famous films based on, 
in and around New York14 15 (The Mirage, 1965) (Figure 6) and musical references such as Vernon Duke’s 
Autumn in New York16, Stevie Wonder’s Living for the City17 and Beastie Boys’ An Open Letter to NYC18. 
Just as there were efforts of creating an image of NYC, there were also more image- based and promotion 
orientated campaigns such as the “Big Apple” campaign initiated by the Association for a Better New 
York, Milton Glaser’s “I © NY” and the celebration of architectural achievements symbolising economic 




14 In 1966 NYC Mayor Lindsay created the Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre and Broadcasting (MOFTB) to 
liven up the filmmaking in the city. An average of 46 films shot annually between 1966-1974, with an 
estimated revenue of $40-50 million a year. New York’s documentary like streets and on location shooting 
became the choice of filming location (particularly for crime dramas) over Hollywood’s stage sets. For 
further information and detailed discussion on this, please see Miriam Greenberg’s book “Branding New 
York: How a City in Crisis Was Sold to the World” (2008)  
 
15 Some of the famous movie scenes that accentuate NYC’s skyline include (but are not limited to) King 
Kong (1993) fighter plane attack scene, The Naked City (1948), Mirage (1965) opening scene, several 
scenes from Annie Hall (1977), Manhattan (1979) and several other Woody Allen movies. Please see 
Appendix A for more examples.  
 
16 “…Glittering crowds and shimmering clouds, in canyons of steel. They're making me feel, I'm home” 
by Vernon Duke, 1934. 
 
17 “… Wow, New York, just like I pictured it, skyscrapers and everything” by Stevie Wonder, 1973. 
 
18 “… Brownstones, water towers, trees, skyscrapers. Writes, prize fighters and Wall Street traders” by 
Adam Keefe Horovitz, Adam Nathaniel Yauch, Michael Louis Dimond, Richard Eugene O’Connor, David 
Lynn Thomas, 2004 
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Figure 6:A screenshot from the opening scene of the movie, The Mirage, 1965.  
 
Indeed, such storytelling and image creation efforts alone did not help the city to recover overnight but 
they were- collectively along with urban policies and reforms- enough for distraction from the run-down 
reality. In fact, such marketing efforts could not be far from reality in the sense that there wasn’t a 
trace of a portrayal of the racially diverse New York, or the lay-offs, or the emergence of electrifying 
cultural renaissance from the underground clubs or downtown galleries.  
 
The images and promotions emphasised in branding efforts were painting an image of a city in recovery 
and about a safer, cleaned up New York to target the white, middle class consumer (Greenberg, 2008). 
They were, back then and still are, about what the city wanted to show to the rest of the world, its aims 
and desired image(s) rather than what the city was. This is also true to this day as, for instance, the 
movie depictions don’t highlight the pains of a daily commute on the subway, its delays and maintenance 
shutdowns with often less than pleasant encounters of it. Instead, such symbolisations often glamourise 
how fashionable it feels to walk through the streets inbetween skyscrapers while grabbing a yellow cab 
or the wealth, power and success that brings to the main character who works at a Wall Street firm.  
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Back in 1970s city’s promotion efforts to image-crisis seemed to help the city to a certain degree. While 
there were some signs of an initial recovery, deep down the city was still divided over its own 
contradictions. Just as the city’s branding focus started to distract the outsiders from the daily scenes 
of Fear City’s violence, social tensions and disparity on its streets, the efforts were also taken over by 
undealt issues such as homelessness and hospital closures as a result of prioritising economic growth 
budgeting over fixing such issues (Greenberg, 2008). Many houses across the city, particularly around 
South Bronx, Harlem, Bedford-Stuyvesant and Lower East side were burnt down, contrary to the popular 
belief, not primarily caused by landlords’ arson attacks attempting to claim money from insurance 
companies as most of the houses were not even insured. Most of them were burnt down because of 
policies that made arson acceptable, the sheer neglect of the government closing fire stations and 
redlining of such areas (Decade of Fire, 2018). It was the President Nixon’s benign neglect stance on New 
York City’s deeply concerning situation that burned down the city.  
 
Around the same time down in Manhattan when Ed Koch took over the mayor’s office in 1977, he 
prioritised (re)branding the city to the middle-class through restructuring the city’s financial sector in 
order to lure them back to the city from the suburbs. His main focus was to make the city safe and 
exciting again after the fiscal crisis and he were to achieve this through privatisation of public spaces 
and supporting gentrification (Soffer, 2012).   
 
This, in a way, set the neoliberalisation era in urban governance in New York through strategic responses 
aiming to attract capital and populations that are essential for the reconstruction of the urban 
environment (Peck, 2005; Peck & Tickell, 2002 & Brash, 2011). Whether it is a product, a service or a 
place, branding in its core strategically emphasises and projects the future direction of what is being 
branded and what it aspires to be in order to maximise the capital generated, and New York City’s 




Figure 7: A promotional brochure from the 1980s for the World Trade Center Observation Deck 
featuring an image glamourising the height of the Twin Towers. (WTC Pamphlet: The Closest Some of 
Us Will Ever Get to Heaven, ca1980) 
 
With the introduction of new urban reforms, the city government also revealed that the New York City 
that was once catering to the poor people, immigrants, African Americans (Brash, 2011) has started to 
aim to serve the elites and investors with its new adjectives. The events that took place up until the first 
half of 1970s that pushed the already fragile city out on the edge and the city declared bankruptcy in 
1975 which also gave the city officials a legitimate platform to amalgamate the marketing and branding 
strategies successfully with neoliberal urban governance, to clean up and make the city presentable, as 
well as setting a global example of how a city should respond to similar crises.  
 
In 1981, with the introduction of Business Improvement Districts (BIDs), the city transferred the 
management of public spaces to the property owners, but it wasn’t actually until 1984 that the first 
official BID was formed as The Union Square Partnership (USP) (Zukin, 2010) by the worrying businesses 
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in the neighbouring area of Union Square as a response to its drug-dealing and violent crime bearing 
reputation19. The transfer of power to control of public spaces over to the hands of private management 
caused a massive threat to the democratic nature of public spaces (Zukin, 2010). It was up to the BIDs 
to make the square and neighbouring areas look presentable, and accordingly decide who is allowed in 
such public places through social control by replace the homeless and the poor with citizens who want 
to buy and consume.  
 
Though in purely economic terms it was a win-win situation on both parts: the city and federal 
government spent minimal resources in restructuring the New York City neighbourhoods (though primarily 
started in Manhattan) and in return the corporates were given the freedom and space that they dreamt 
of building their phantasmagoria of consumption and profit. As Brash (2011) puts it “… was a 
transformation of not just New York City’s economy and landscape, but its class structure, as this period 
saw the development of an economically ascendant post-industrial elite consisting of executives and 
high-level professionals.” (pp.258) 
 
In addition to BIDs, what was striking about Koch’s term was that he saw gentrification as a means to 
revitalise the city through corporate welfare and tax-cuts that saw the tenement housing turning into 
middle- and upper-class homes (Soffer, 2012). He was a brand himself that the city much needed after 
Beame administration: a public persona who is opinionated, self-confident and fun. He took significant 
steps to convince banks and federal governments that city was on its way to restore its fiscal integrity, 
seeded the transformation of Times Square and cleaned up the MTA’s subways off graffiti. What Mayor 
Beame started, though with minimal success, Ed Koch carried on with a triumph, though not without 
criticism. By the end of his mayoralty, the city witnessed 46 high-rise buildings’ completion (Skyscraper 
Center, n.d.c).  
 
 
19 As of December 2020, there are 76 BIDs in NYC with $167m invested into the neighbourhoods, serving 
93,000 businesses, 129 public spaces maintained and 4.05 million trash bags collected (NYC Small 
Business Services, n.d.).  
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Just as Koch ignited Beame’s neoliberal torch, the Rudy Giuliani administration made sure it wasn’t out 
of its fire. Under his mayoral residency, Times Square was Disneyfied in order to gain control and cleanse 
the square off the homeless and drug users. This not only illustrates a great example of neoliberal urban 
governance, but also its manifestation through a cycle of branding and consumption of urban spaces. The 
development of Times Square illuminates anything and everything that is good, positive and dreamy, 
included with a full package of large tax breaks, to be redeveloped into a space that can be branded and 
contribute to the further consumption of the area. 
 
However, the city experienced even more major changes during Bloomberg era that could be defined as 
gentrification on steroids. This era was about the city’s hyper-gentrification and becoming a playground 
for “the ultra nouveau rich, orchestrated by the oligarchs in sky-high towers” (Moss, 2008: 100). Though 
neither he nor previous mayors directly promoted skyscrapers, Mayor Bloomberg’s pro luxury high rise 
stance was clear when he changed zoning regulations to demolish old buildings in order to build state of 
the art skyscrapers (Bagli, 2012).  
 
Mayor Bloomberg’s self-funding his own mayoral campaign was a first in the making of what is to come: 
a path where corporate wealth takes over political control that will further encourage and pave the 
ground for the transnational elites. If the tone of his campaign wasn’t illustrative enough, during his 
address of State of the City in Jan 2003, he reminded us again: “New York is the city where the world's 
best and brightest want to live and work. That gives us an unmatched competitive edge… New York is 
the best-known city on the planet. Our skyline is recognized worldwide. News from our streets reaches 
homes around the globe.” (Mayor Bloomberg, 2003).  
 
During Michael Bloomberg’s mayoralty, New York City saw completion of around 40 new skyscrapers 
(Skyscraper Center, n.d.c.) and further proposals of what might become the city’s highest era of the 
future. New York City was trying to lick its wounds after 9/11 as it enters into an era of glamour through 
restructuring of the urban space with a side of increasing social and economic inequality.  
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In April 2006, Mayor Bloomberg marked the beginning of the High Line construction, a project that 
transformed the former New York Central Railroad’ West Side Line to an elevated public park that 
stretches across 1.45 mile from Whitney Museum to Hudson Yards, where was once unused, neglected 
industrial area. Though High Line’s inception saw the project as an elevated promenade that would offer 
unique viewpoints, within 10 years of its completion it turned into a canyon walkway with the skyscrapers 
built along shadowing over. Indeed, the High Line is a public park, and it is not selling anyone anything- 
apart from the selling the location envy and idea of luxury all along its route.  
 
The epitome of Bloomberg style urban development, Hudson Yards which is concreted on a $25 billion 
investment (of which $2.2 billion was taxpayer’s money) sets it as the largest mixed-use private real 
estate venture in American History. The development project includes a set of luxury skyscrapers offering 
around 4,000 new apartments with come 430 subsidised housing, a school, a high-end, designer retail 
space, public plaza and an arts centre, The Shed (Kimmelman, 2019). Each building within the project is 
designed as a brand on its own to serve the high-end tenants of residence and commercial. Its marketing 
efforts were created and evolved around showstopper statements as being the largest, most expensive, 
the first-of-its-kind, the ultimate of all and so on. And it surely attracted visitors and much desired 
attention, it is already contributing to the brand image of NYC by not only becoming a subject of tourist 
destination photos but also grabbing the attention of world’s mega rich seeking for a new nest of 
investment.  
 
Hudson Yards development is not alone, nor will be the last in the city. To name a few, The One 
Vanderbilt, which is planned to be finished in 2021 at 502m, the recently completed supertall, super slim 
Central Park Tower at 471m, and, Tower Fifth project at 474m, which will be completed in 2024, are 
among several others that will pop up in Manhattan sky. Skyscrapers have great egos and are in 
competition with each other to be the best, the tallest and adjectives as such, both in design and 
architectural, as well as in marketing and branding terms. The developers of the Empire State Building 
aimed to compete with and put the Chrysler building in the shadows, just as The World Trade Center did 
with the Empire State building. There is indeed a degree of personal motivations, egos and ambitions 
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involved in the development of such projects. However, these were made possible by government’s 
relaxing land development regulations so the city can benefit from the subsequent elevated status in 
national and global competition. 
 
To highlight this privatisation process from a different angle, it is also important to talk about the NYC 
& Company. Since 1999, place branding and marketing activities for the five boroughs of New York City 
are officially carried out by NYC & Company. According to their website, beyond maximizing travel and 
tourism opportunities for the city, their mission is to “… build economic prosperity and spread the 
dynamic image of NYC around the world.” (NYC & Company, 2020). It is a private organization that 
represents the interests of nearly 2,000 member organizations, as well as, providing resources for visitors 
and “position the City to attract business and leisure travellers.” (NYC & Company, 2020). As of January 
2021 (NYC & Company, 2021), on a first glance on the website of an organisation of which aims to 
represent NYC and its five boroughs, the opening homepage consists of 11 full page banners with images 
of NYC and 7 of these images are about either skyscrapers or their silhouette (Figure 8 and 9).  
 
 
Figure 8: A screenshot of one of the 11 full page homepage banners from the official NYC place branding 





Figure 9: A screenshot of one of the 11 full page homepage banners from the official NYC place branding 
organisation of NYC & Company website. 
 
This is an organisation that represents only paying members’ interests, dreams and aspirations as well as 
being NYC’s official guide and its marketing organisation. Further promotional imagery of the city can 
also be easily found on social media. For instance, when simply typed “NYC” on the search box on 
Pinterest (2020), you will see nothing else about the city but pictures of skyscrapers, the skyline they 




Figure 10: A Screenshot from Pinterest page that comes up when searched for “NYC”  
 
These are attractive images that conjure up a desired destination for tourism, a place to be seen in or 
give impression of a city with power and wealth that potential businesses and corporations want to be 
associated with. The portrayals of the height of the city are indeed amazing to look at and dream about, 
and they also come with their own advantages on the grand scheme of things. Images of such grand 
development projects help to draw in investment, open up employment opportunities, develop 
neighbourhoods that were once deemed unsafe, unclean and unliveable just as we witnessed throughout 
the city’s turbulent history. Yet, there are also a few key points to keep in mind.  
 
These new super tall, all-inclusive buildings come with all their own cafes, restaurants, communal areas, 
gyms and other amenities within the building premises so that the residents never have to leave. They 
will eventually create a dependency on the lifestyle that will fit in perfectly and conveniently to the 
busy New York lifestyle. It is the perfectionist micro city within a city with pretty much everything around 
those such buildings is branded and promoted with superlatives such as “the best”, “the perfect”, “the 
highest”, “the most luxurious”. Economic, social and physical segregation is being harvested through 
such buildings and the ground level spaces around them.  
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Gregory Smithsimon’s work on Battery City Park in his book September 12: Community and 
Neighbourhood Recovery at Ground Zero explains the concept of exclusivity that is also in the process of 
making in the rest of New York City through luxury high-rise buildings and the neighbouring areas 
(2011:35). First one is being ‘programmatic exclusion’ through the functions that the clients want the 
building to accommodate such as Battery Park City’s function as a refuge for rich people, and the second 
one is ‘design exclusion’ through neighbourhood design that filters its users. This is also evident in New 
York City’s ultra-luxury high-rises and their branding through exclusion by targeting (in branding terms). 
The supertall, super sleek buildings are designed and built in an aim to bring in investment and taxes to 
redevelop and improve an area, through targeting and promoting to the super-rich of the globe, while 






















The main goal of this study was to explore the tenets of place branding practices as another avenue of 
urban governance while discussing the contribution of skyscrapers and verticalisation of cities towards 
urban entrepreneurialism.  
 
Concepts of place branding, urban development, spatial planning and governance are now being 
discussed and understood as significant elements of the same process where branding supports the 
configurations and development of urban landscape (Cleave & Arku, 2020) in order to attract inward 
investment, work force, people and corporations. In this aspect of branding, skyscrapers not only play a 
visual and promotional role but also constitute a strategic importance in shaping urban skyline. The 
images of skyscrapers are being used as part of place promotional activities to communicate the ways in 
which a city wants to be perceived as well as its future aspirations.  
 
Skyscrapers alone do not have the power to determine a brand for a city or the ways in which a city is 
governed. The discussion on Barcelona at the beginning of the study elaborated on this matter as the 
city used a mega event-based approach to branding and urban development to place itself on the global 
platform. This was also partially evident in the case of Tokyo as the 1964 Olympic Games bid accelerated 
the relaxation of land regulation laws and urban restructuring adopting a vertical approach to grab global 
corporates’ attention and attract investment. Other examples such as Paris is being a global city and a 
brand without the verticalisation process, using its artistic heritage and ‘Parisian’ way of living, or that 
London is one of the financial centres of the world, famous for its red double-decker busses and “mind 
the gap” subway tagline and signs as part of its brand while still being relatively a low-rise city20.  
 
20 It is important to note here that despite the strength of the “London” brand in many aspects of branding 
(i.e., attracting investment, people, tourism, awareness, exposure and so on), it is still considered as a 
relatively low-rise city. Council for Tall buildings and Urban Habitat ranking London as 53rd on Tallest 
Cities by 150m+ list and most of the tall structures were completed within the last 20 years, though this 
might set to change as the city has several skyscrapers that are in under construction currently and 




Skyscrapers are storytellers of history, architecture, opulence, art, technology and a city’s wellbeing. 
They help cities to portray a certain type of image to the global, and national, competitors of what they 
can afford, how creative they can get, how they can enhance and foster technological advances and how 
they are closer to modernity and future than the rest. Graham and Marvin (2001) best simplify this as 
“Contemporary skyscrapers are often designed as nodes in premium infrastructure networks” (p.15). In 
this aspect, fascination with building upwards is nothing new. In the past, architects looked up to the 
Tower of Babel references to build churches and cathedrals which at one point were regarded as supertall 
structures of their time (i.e. Trinity Church of New York was the tallest structure until 1890). What is 
new is the degree and scale of such magnificent structures are contributing towards a new geopolitical 
order of the world cities and creating a new urban décor with a brush of inequality.  
 
Acknowledging that the inequalities, displacements, segregations and gaps within the complexities of 
the social and economic fabric of the urban cannot be reduced down to such megastructures and what 
they represent, though, does not help the situation. The competition for building upwards will likely 
stay, as with the technological advances adding up to the stylistically attuned expression to globalism. 
Skyscrapers act as a common language of technology, architecture and prosperity serving as a strong 
symbol of a city’s investability though they can also be referred to as the indicators of economic bursts21. 
They, in their architectural form, make up a part of iconic buildings in terms of scale, materials and 
technologies used as well as their impact on human life. As landmarks, logos and brands themselves, 
each of these buildings, along with other elements of place branding, help the city to position and 
navigate through a global competition by giving it a distinct identity. However, the verticalisation process 
glory also come with its own problems. 
 
21 Also referred to as the Skyscraper Index which was put forward in 1999 by Andrew Lawrence. He 
inaugurated the Index where it claims an unhealthy correlation between skyscrapers and economic crises 
where the megastructures start with an economic boom and upswing and have a tendency to mark the 
downturn of an economic cycle. Though this is not a proven formula, the correlation dates all the way 
back to 1800s with some of the major examples he mentions of are being Chrsyler and Empire State 
Building with Great Depression, World Trade Center and Sears Tower with 1970s Stagflation, Taipei 101 




Firstly, unlike in New York, where we observe social, economic and racial segregation, in Tokyo the 
impacts of high-rise condo living reveals itself by younger generations seeking a different level of privacy 
behind highly secure gates allowing bare minimum social interaction, turning further away from a 
sociable, supporting community engagement. Secondly, while the meaning of community engagement 
has different meanings and influences in both cities, in Tokyo the speed of population density is also 
shadowing the future of neighbourhood communities and their citizens. Tokyo has an older population 
that most have always lived in traditional single-story houses, yet the land such houses sit on is now 
mostly owned by corporations which offer the homeowners an apartment in the proposed high rise in 
exchange for their land. The impact of such a change in living style comes in twofold. The elderly are 
not only isolated from their daily exchanges and life with the community by but also the monthly 
maintenance cost of living in high rise condos put a major strain on retirees who live on their pensions.  
Lastly, as we witness with the development of New York City, the city is becoming ever more a privatised 
land for the world’s ultra-rich, both in terms of residents and corporates. Yet in Tokyo, due to the strict 
immigration laws, the city has been under an influx of internal migration from rural areas across the 
country which is also topped by aging rural population is straining the country’s economy. The city not 
only attracts investment and resources but also it needs ever more in return due to the increasing 
population which leaves rural areas in decline. Though the similar impacts can be seen across the world, 
Tokyo’s population density has been a leading factor.  
 
New York City and Tokyo are a few examples of vertical cities that are marking their territory in the 
global economic competition as well as revealing their future ambitions spectacularly. For instance, 
Dubai lived through the Gulf War, suffered major financials blows as a result and was just another city 
located in the eastern part of the Arabian Peninsula that not many people would know of up until the 
late 1990s. Now it is one of the fastest growing economy in the world as a result of transforming from a 
trade based, oil reliant economy to more service, tourism and real estate orientated city that saw the 
flock of its iconic skyscrapers around the same time. Buildings such as Burj Khalifa and Princess Tower 
and several others helped the city to strategically position itself along other players in the East but also 
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global players such as New York City, by reflecting and promoting an image of a city with high ambitions 
and economic wealth.  
 
In consideration of this thesis, it is impossible to think of the urban question without the debate of spatial 
scale, especially now that the cities are not growing horizontally only but rather vertically also. However, 
the approach in this paper should not be taken as either in merely geographical or social sense but on a 
multi-and-cross level discourse. This study, instead, is a quest navigating into the creation of human 
density vertically up to the sky (and that is to be a certain socio-demographic density), on an already 
fragile urban land, in some cases both in ecological and social sense, that is expected to form resilience 

























Image 1: Original movie poster of The Naked City, 1948, directed by Barry Fitzgerald, with a New York 






Image 2: The famous fighter plane attack scene from King Kong, 1933 directed by Merian C. Cooper & 
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